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1. Acknowledgements
A number of people and resources have played an essential role in developing my thinking on
this subject, and I would be remiss if I failed to thank all of them. Firstly, the primary influence on my
thinking as I’ve developed this paper has been Dr. Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, professor of African
American Studies at Princeton University. Dr. Taylor’s book From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation1
has been helpful in understanding the history of Black liberation and in tracing political efforts to
undermine the movement. The next biggest impact on my thinking has been made by Dr. Alex Vitale,
Professor of Sociology at Brooklyn College, whose book The End of Policing2 traces the expansion of law
enforcement into every aspect of American society. This paper began as a condemnation of police
brutality in the United States, and while law enforcement is still a central issue in the suppression of
Black liberation movements, my thinking has evolved to understand the role it plays in the larger system
of oppression.
As a White man, I lack access to the Black experience and therefore had to educate myself if I
wanted to reconstruct it in any meaningful way. To that end, I read books such as Patrisse Khan-Cullors’
When They Call You A Terrorist3, a memoir of her experience as a Black queer woman in America and
how it led to her cofounding of the Black Lives Matter movement. I also read They Can’t Kill Us All4 by
journalist Wesley Lowery of the Wall Street Journal, who created the first tracking system for
documenting the number of deaths at the hands of police in the United States. Mr. Lowery is a Pulitzer
Prize winning Black journalist, and his book traces the evolution of the Black liberation movement in the
United States over the past decade, citing interviews in cities like Ferguson, Cleveland, and Baltimore in
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the aftermath of some of the high-profile police killings. He offers a close-up view of the actual protests
and police response to them while also sharing his insights into how the legacy of the United State’s
troubled relationship with race has created the current climate.
In understanding the events of Ferguson, Missouri from a multitude of perspectives, I also read
Police Chief Thomas Jackson’s Policing Ferguson, Policing America5 to try and understand the events
from the perspective of law enforcement. I also read Captain Ron Johnson’s 13 Days in Ferguson6 to gain
some insight into how somebody with conflicting loyalties to both the Black community and the law
enforcement community is affected by events like the Ferguson protests, where those two communities
are at odds.
I read Christopher J. Lebron’s The Making of Black Lives Matter7, an exploration of the political
and philosophical theory underpinning the Black Lives Matter movement. Dr. Lebron is an Associate
Professor of Philosophy at Johns Hopkins University. His book offers a history of the ideas that have
become central to the BLM movement, citing Black intellectuals and activists such as Frederick Douglass,
Anna Julia Cooper, Martin Luther King Jr., and others. His book was most helpful in understanding the
rich history of Black liberation in the United States, and how social justice movements have built on one
another to be more effective.
Finally, I read Dr. Michael G. Long’s Against Us, But For Us8, which presents a comprehensive
theory of Martin Luther King, Jr’s understanding of the state. Dr. Long is an Associate Professor of
Religious Studies, as well as Peace and Conflict Studies, at my very own Elizabethtown College. His book
was most helpful in understanding how a prominent Black activist in the Black liberation movement like

5

Jackson, Thomas, Policing Ferguson, Policing America: What Really Happened―and What the Country Can Learn
from It, (NYC: Skyhorse, 2017).
6
Johnson, Ronald, 13 Days in Ferguson, (Carol Stream: Tyndale Momentum, 2018).
7
Lebron, Christopher J., The Making of Black Lives Matter: A Brief History of an Idea, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2017).
8
Long, Michael G., Against Us But For Us: Martin Luther King Jr. and the State, (Macon: Mercer University Press,
2001).

3

Dr. King has conceived of the state. His book offered many insights into Dr. King’s understanding of the
state’s role in Black liberation, and the limits on the state’s ability to create an environment where Black
liberation can succeed.
Beyond that, although many of them are not featured in this paper, I would like to acknowledge
the role that professors like my thesis and academic advisor, Dr. Alexandria Poole, and Peace and
Conflict Studies Professor Jon Rudy have played in developing my ideas into a coherent whole. I
conducted several formal interviews of my own at a much earlier stage in this project, and since then
have had a number of informal conversations about the theorists I’ve been reading and the concepts
I’ve been learning about. All of this has served to further my thinking on the subject and helped me to
create a coherent understanding of how the obstacles to Black liberation in the United States have
evolved. To begin, I’ll try to reconstruct the Black experience for my readers in the hopes that for
anyone whose lived experience does not include the many obstacles that racial minorities in the United
States encounter on a daily basis, they may begin to understand how the Black experience in the U.S. is
fraught with challenges. In doing so, I hope to persuade my reader that Black liberation is both a worthy
and necessary cause worth struggling for. I also hope to educate my reader that Black liberation is a
cause that benefits all Americans, not just Black communities.

2. Introduction: A Brief History of the United States’ Relationship with Race
“But by the God of heaven, we are cowards and jackasses if… we do not marshal every ounce of our
brain and brawn to fight a sterner, longer, more unbending against the forces of hell in our own land…
Make way for Democracy! We saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah, we will save it in the United
States of America, or know the reason why.” – W.E.B. Du Bois9
Since its inception, the United States has had a complicated relationship with issues of race. This
country was built on the backs of slave labor, enriching White men. Other White men then fought to
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free slaves during the Civil War and succeeded, but the nation was so deeply divided on the issue that
hundreds of thousands of Americans died on both sides before slavery was abolished and the South,
defeated, was reintegrated into the country. Note the coercion that it took to force some Americans to
accept the end of slavery. Note the powerful forces of oppression that must have been present to
compel men to fight a war for their right to own other men.
Those forces were not confined solely to the South. There were many sympathizers in the North
that found no issue with slavery, given the massive amount of wealth that it helped Southern plantation
owners amass. It took decades to convince the American public that slavery was inhumane and
inconsistent with the democratic values that America prided herself. The abolitionist movement began
in the early 1830s10, and the Civil War did not begin until 1861. Even Northerners lacked the will to fight
to end slavery until their collective consciousness had been raised to the horrors of it.
After the Civil War, when the South was reintegrated into the United States, concessions had to
be made by the North to get convince the former Confederate citizens to rejoin the Union. Thus, the
Black Codes were born11 as a way to control the perceived threat that the newly freed African Americans
posed to Whites, and their way of life, in America. For awhile, despite the Black Codes and their
successors, the Jim Crow laws, newly freed African Americans prospered in the Reconstruction era as
former slaves began using their skills to make money. The forces of racism persisted, however, and
White people continued to find ways to restrict and oppress African Americans, either through
segregation or other means. One of the most sickening ways that White Americans used to control
Blacks was lynching. Lynching was a new expression of the deeply distressing resentment that lingered
in the hearts of many White Americans. Lynching often began based on a rumored allegation against a
Black person, typically a man, in America. This allegation, which need not be true and often was false in
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its entirety, would surface all of the anger and insecurities of White Americans at once. White people
would then gather into a mob of men, women and children and go drag the Black person from their
homes and kill them in a variety of disturbing ways. A NAACP anti-lynching article describes one such
instance in Waco, Texas, where a young man with a mental disability was dragged from a courtroom,
tortured, and killed by a mob with the consent of the judge and sheriff:
On May 8, 1916, Jesse Washington, a boy of seventeen, of deficient mentality, raped and
murdered the wife of his employer.
On May 15, 1916, he was tried in Waco, Texas, and condemned to hang that same afternoon.
With the connivance of Sheriff Fleming and without protest from Judge Munroe, the mob took
the prisoner from the courtroom to the square under the Mayor’s window…Fifteen thousand
Texans shouted their approval while those near enough unsexed him [cut off his genitals]; cut
off his fingers, nose, and ears; and burned him alive; after which the remains were dragged
through the streets of a city of 40,000, bouncing at the end of a lariat.12
More disturbing still is that the article goes on to report that Jesse Washington’s teeth were
then auctioned off for five dollars each (the equivalent of $115 in 2018 dollars), and the links of the
chain sold for a quarter (the equivalent of $5 in 2018 dollars).
Lynching was an expression of the repressed brutality that had become a part of many White
American’s character after participating in the atrocities of slavery. After participating in violence against
Black Americans as a regular part of their lives, many White Americans’ sense of morality had been
corrupted with the idea that it was acceptable to brutalize Black Americans. Paulo Freire writes in his
Pedagogy of the Oppressed how, by oppressing another being, the oppressor sacrifices some of their
humanity13. The double consciousness that one needs to develop to commit acts that are inherently
dehumanizing to another being, and then to distort those actions in one’s own mind to be able to accept
them as just, creates this internal crisis of being that so often leads to violent expression. This is visible
all around us. There are still many people in the United States that find racial tensions a critical issue,
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especially in deciding a vote. This is evident in the most recent United States presidential election in
2016, where President Trump’s platform of xenophobia and Islamophobia won him a significant amount
of support.
It is on the topic of structural oppression in America today that I’ll begin my paper. In exploring
the relationship that the United States today has with race, I hope to uncover ways to advance the cause
of Black liberation. I will illuminate the structures of oppression that persist in the United States and
analyze the efforts of current Black liberation movements, including Black Lives Matter, with the end of
proposing new methods and points of entry that they can use to transform those structures of
oppression into ones of liberation.

3. Methodology
The goal of this paper is to document the structural oppression of Black liberation in the United
States. Philosophers Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor and Allan Johnson argue that power is maintained
structurally through the creation of marginalized groups based upon race, class, and gender, among
other qualities. Johnson details the way that artificial hierarchies are created and maintained in society
to privilege one group at the expense of others. Taylor details this history as it is related to race, and
argues that these power differentials benefit the White elite at the expense of Black and working-class
Americans. Taylor further argues that the oppression of Black Americans is a mechanism to maintain this
power that’s concentrated in the hands of a dominant class in America, who Johnson argues are White,
able-bodied, heterosexual men. In this paper, I will use this critique of hierarchies of oppression to
articulate that not only is this institutional oppression present and ongoing in the United States, but that
it has resulted from the deliberate use of mechanisms of oppression to subvert the interests of racial
minorities in the U.S. to White interests. I recognize that racial oppression is not the only form of
oppression present in the United States, but it is the one I will focus on in this paper.
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Further, the work of John Biewin in his “Seeing White” podcast documents how race was
constructed to justify the enslavement and oppression of Black Americans14. Biewin traces the narrative
of biological inferiority that underpinned American social norms for centuries and how it was created.
His work helps us to understand how race was created by wealthy White slaveowners as a mechanism
for exploitation and economic gain. This not only supports my argument that the oppression of Black
Americans is deliberate, but also provides some historical context for how White people have created
this hierarchy of power in the first place.
This oppression is not only something that can be documented, but it is something that is
already being widely documented. Based upon the critical work of Lebron, Taylor, and Johnson, I will
focus on the way in which this history of structural oppression has been made invisible by three groups
of people in particular who benefit from the hierarchy in society that puts White interests ahead of all
other racial minorities in America: (1) those who recognize and endorse racial oppression; (2) those who
have noticed the effects of this racial hierarchy but choose to remain ignorant of its causes and impacts
because they benefit from it in some way; and (3) those who are members of the privileged class and
aware of structural oppression, but deny the ways that they benefit from it and feel disempowered to
change it. This is vital for addressing structural oppression in our society, because if it continues to go
unaddressed by those who benefit from this system of distribution of power based upon race, then it
will continue unabated. This is a human rights violation and contradicts the principles of democracy that
the U.S. is founded on, in line with critiques offered by King15 and other Black liberation activists.
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Additionally, in order to address my own privilege embedded in this system of structural power
and difference, I will address this structural oppression by articulating some of the history that exists
and using my privilege to center the voices of others who have done the work of tracing this history. I
will argue that it is necessary for those who benefit from this hierarchy to recognize, articulate and
mitigate these sources of oppression through a twofold process. Firstly, we must recognize the people
who are intentional about creating and perpetuating this racial hierarchy in the U.S. and resist them.
Secondly, we must also recognize the unintentional ways that White people participate in these
oppressive racial dynamics and find ways to bring attention to them and stop them.
To accomplish this, I will provide a history of Black oppression in the U.S. as articulated by Dr.
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor in her work, From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation16. I use other thinkers
to explore the different pieces of Black oppression in the United States. I rely on Dr. Alex Vitale’s17
analysis of how politicians have expanded law enforcement in conjunction with criminalizing aspects of
the Black experience to disproportionately target Black Americans for harassment and abuse. Narratives
of the Black experience in the United States such as Patrisse Khan-Cullors When They Call You a
Terrorist18 and Wesley Lowery’s They Can’t Kill Us All19 help me understand and trace the direct,
negative impact of policies on Black communities. Finally, I use Christopher J. Lebron’s The Making of
Black Lives Matter to explore some of the theory underpinning the Black Lives Matter movement, and
how that theory influences their strategy of resisting this oppression20.
One of the challenges of articulating the oppression of a marginalized group when writing from
a privileged perspective is the struggle to center the perspective of the oppressed, rather than my own
perspective as a member of the oppressing group. Americans are raised in a society where White
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interests dominate the needs of any marginalized group in public discourse and concern. For that
reason, a necessary part of writing about the Black experience is being mindful to decenter my own
experience and not speak on behalf of the Black community, but rather elevate their voices in my own
writing. I will refer to this challenge as the “keyhole problem”, an analogy that I think is appropriate for
visualizing the issue. What I call the “keyhole problem” is a fundamental element of oppression. The
keyhole problem is what makes it so difficult for White people to understand the Black experience and
makes them susceptible to false narratives about the Black experience. I present my thoughts on how
we might address the keyhole problem for what I believe to be a significant portion of the White
population who would disagree with racial oppression if they truly understood the effects of it. These
people are all potential allies for Black liberation, and America has already seen during the Civil Rights
Movement how effective these allies can be when they understand the devastating impact their apathy
towards the Black condition has had and work with Black liberation movements to remedy that. I
conclude with my analysis of the political climate today for Black liberation and the various ways that
the struggle for Black liberation has evolved to resist these new iterations of Black oppression. Finally, I
offer some thoughts on why White people should support the cause of Black liberation, and on how
Black liberation movements might bridge the distance between the Black experience and the White
experience.
The values of democracy are the ideal that the United States was constructed upon. U.S. society has
long acted in ways that contradict those values. Nonviolent resistance, whether it take the form of direct
action or simply documenting oppression, is the democratic way to call attention to and resolve those
contradictions. By recognizing the dynamics of oppression in a society that considers itself democratic,
we can move closer to the ideal of democracy and closer to an ideal America. Resisting this oppression is
not only fundamental to our democracy, but as I earlier stated when I reference Freire, it is essential to
recovering the aspects of humanity that are lost in the practice of oppression.
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4. Black Lives Matter and Their Rise to Recognition
Black Lives Matter is one of the more well-known Black liberation movements of the 21st
century, drawing national attention with their Ferguson Freedom Rides21. BLM activists repeatedly
articulate a philosophy similar to Dr. King’s, emphasizing the importance of a commitment to
nonviolence and the role of love in their movement. Dara Mathis at The Atlantic notes that “love for the
oppressor does not find its way into their ethos,”22, remarking that self-love is the type of love that BLM
advocates. And indeed, on their website, readers can find the statement, “to love and desire freedom
and justice for ourselves is a prerequisite for wanting the same for others,”23. They specifically identify in
their mission statement that they are committed to intervening in violence against Black lives carried
out by both vigilantes and the state itself.
Black Lives Matter, as well as other modern Black liberation movements, are so important
because they demonstrate a return to nonviolent direct action as a major way of affecting change for
Black liberation movements. At the end of the Civil Rights Era, many Black activists switched their focus
to electoral politics and creating change through legislation and the courts. This is a long road and, in
isolation, can be ineffectual and cause politicians to lose focus as they become more immersed in the
demands of the job—namely, compromising their position and making sure they appeal to both White
voters and the corporate donors that often help them launch a successful campaign. With nonviolent
activists advocating for the same issues in the streets, the attention that they draw can help educate the
general public about the issues that they’re advocating for and draw Black issues into the public
discourse. This means that the public, who are electing the officials, are able to make more informed
decisions if they’re politically active.
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The recent surge in Black liberation movements, and public discourse about issues facing Black
Americans, is important because it demonstrates to the White American public that Black liberation has
not been achieved through the Civil Rights Movement. There are still significant issues that plague the
Black community in America, and many of these issues emerged in the wake of the Civil Rights
Movement under the guise of solutions to problems in America, like a lack of jobs or civil unrest. Many
of these solutions actually helped a select group of people, typically wealthy White people, at the
expense of other racial minority groups and the lower economic classes. With Black liberation
movements taking to the streets and demanding change in large numbers once again, White America
can be woken to the reality that Black Americans still face many significant obstacles to fulfilling the
American dream for themselves.
Black Lives Matter represents the growing recognition that Black oppression intersects with
other social issues in the U.S. For example, BLM also identifies as a feminist movement and resists any
kind of hierarchical relationships where one party dominates the other. They view themselves as a
network of activists, and even the three cofounders resist identifying as the leaders of the movement24.
This also benefits the movement strategically, because by allowing leaders to emerge in chapters
around the country, the movement won’t be tied to a single charismatic leader like many of the Civil
Rights Movements were. Therefore, government attempts to silence Black liberation movements in the
21st century will face more obstacles than before. I will revisit Black Lives Matter later in my paper, after
I’ve related some of the history of Black oppression and how it has created these new iterations of
challenges to Black liberation today.
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5. The Keyhole Problem: Exploring the Black Experience From the Perspective of White Privilege
“We have to talk very specifically about the anti-Black racism [in the United States] that stalks us until it
kills us.” – Patrisse Khan-Cullors25
As a White person, a challenge that I have encountered in writing this paper is what I call “the
keyhole problem”. Because I am White, my understanding of the Black experience can only ever be
secondhand. My attempts to understand the Black experience have been like peering through a
keyhole—my field of vision is always limited to part of the picture, and I must be mindful not to
generalize what I can see to the entire picture. I learn from the glimpses I do get into the Black
experience, but as a White person who has been on the receiving end of privilege and a generation of
political colorblindness for most of my life, as is the inheritance of most White people in the United
States, I’m prone to analyzing it from my perspective as a White man. Understanding the reality of
police brutality is difficult when you’ve only ever experienced the police as protectors of your
community, when you’ve “grown up in world in which cops were always the good guys,”26. Adapting to a
mindset where you can criticize the state that you’ve grown up trained to obey is incredibly difficult and
is an ongoing battle of resisting one’s social programming that I find myself wrestling with, and often
succumbing to, on a daily basis. Creating and maintaining a healthy skepticism in one’s own mind is a
more immense task than many people realize.
A narrative that offers a glimpse into the Black experience for those of us who are suffering from
the keyhole problem, as I’ve explained it, is Patrisse Khan-Cullors When They Call You a Terrorist27. She
writes about growing up in poverty in a neighborhood that primarily consists of racial minorities and a
few poor Whites. She writes about the constant police presence that has served as a reminder of state
oppression in every aspect of her life. Her adolescent brothers are stopped and searched by the police
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on the street for standing there with their friends28, damaging their sense of belonging on a public
street. Ms. Khan-Cullors’ primarily Black school has metal detectors in it, preparing young Black students
for the reality of being treated with the presumption of guilt even when they’ve done nothing wrong.
Even her sense of security at home is diminished when police in full riot gear raid her family’s apartment
and tear through their belongings, looking for an uncle that didn’t live there.
This constant oppression by the police is a symptom of the state’s overall attitude towards its
Black communities, which is one of indifference and suspicion. Ms. Khan-Cullors details the devastating
poverty she grew up in29, and her experience with government welfare programs30 meant to alleviate
that poverty that failed, in part because the White men who were crafting the policies likely had never
experienced such poverty. This lack of experience led to a failure to understand the needs of those who
were living it, and a distancing from the reality of the problem makes a decision like Reagan’s choice to
classify ketchup as a vegetable a simple logistical one, rather than a decision that affected millions of
low-income children around the country31. Professor Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor writes on the
intersection between Black poverty and the police that, “the concentration and effects of Black poverty
provide[s] a constant pretext for police incursions, arrests, and violence,”32. The White experience in
America is so far removed from the Black experience that White people can seldom even fathom the
constant threat of harassment that Black people face in America. I write this paper in the hopes that it
can be a resource for bringing the Black experience closer, and that it may offer a window through
which White people can view the Black experience.
Why I have such an interest in Black liberation as a White, heterosexual man born and raised in
the United States is a question I often struggle to answer. In the interest of maintaining a healthy
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skepticism about how my upbringing as a White person in America has influenced me, I’ve been critical
of my own motivations, thinking that perhaps they’re misguided or that this interest in Black liberation
somehow stems from something malicious that is beyond my understanding. However, perhaps I’m too
critical of my own motivation. After researching Black liberation movements and uncovering the
intersection between poverty and Black oppression, I think the main reason that Black liberation
resonates with me is because the struggle to free the Black person in America is inherently tied to the
struggle to free the poor person in America.
Class criticisms by theorists like Dr. Taylor33 and Dr. King34 will tell you that capitalism has acted
as a mechanism of oppression in the U.S. Taylor writes that the middle class in the U.S. is disappearing
and that the gap between the rich and the poor is expanding35. I was born into the shrinking middle
class, and I’ve seen my family begin to and continue to struggle to make ends meet for years now. I’ve
wrestled with the personal responsibility politics that tell me that poor people are lazy or less intelligent
than the wealthy, which has impacted my sense of identity as somebody from a low-income family. I’ve
watched my family struggle with that same narrative. I’ve found myself internalizing that narrative and
blaming my parents for their situation, only to have to remind myself of all of the structural factors that
create poverty. All of this is a product of my upbringing in America, under a meritocracy where the myth
is that if you work hard, you will succeed.
Contrary to that myth, my lived experience tells me that the American dream is a scam. America
is the land of opportunity for wealthy White men. If you’re Black, brown, female, homosexual,
transgender, poor, Muslim, Hindu, disabled – if you’re not a wealthy White man – then you’ll quickly
find that the game is rigged, and the obstacles you face are far beyond any simple lack of effort on your
part. There are structural mechanisms in place that deny the American dream to anyone who doesn’t fit
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the profile of someone that is supposed to succeed. Welfare programs like The War on Poverty, created
by President Lyndon B. Johnson (LBJ) in the 1960s, were designed to address the structural causes of
poverty. However, welfare programs like that came under fire as soon as LBJ was out of office, with
Nixon, Carter, and Reagan all rolling back the welfare state to benefit the wealthy and the corporations.
The final death knell for the War on Poverty was President Clinton’s 1996 Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Act, which quite literally put personal responsibility politics into legislation and was a
product of the narrative that poor people were lazy, dependent, and incompetent. All of this illustrates a
longstanding denial of the structural causes of poverty. Any efforts, like LBJ’s, to reverse that denial have
been met with strong political opposition.
I’ve experienced the anger and frustration of the poor man in America. As a White man who
benefits from many privileges as a result of my race and sex, I can’t even begin to fathom the
disadvantages that stack up against those that don’t fit the implied norm of a successful American.
People whose identities are composed of intersecting minority statuses – Black women, for example –
are born into an environment where the obstacles against them are compounded simply because of
who they are born as.
As a United States citizen, in the supposed land of opportunity, this rattles me. In the spirit of Dr.
King, I love the ideal of America, the vision that is outlined in the U.S. Constitution. I want to be mindful
of the imperfect nature of the American dream and able to criticize the state for its wrongdoing. I want
to be someone who can exercise their privilege in a way that’s empowering for minority voices, a way
that centers the perspectives of those who are denied that. The challenges that I face doing that are a
product of being a White person in America, where one is taught that the White experience is the
normative American experience. I struggle to center the experiences of others because I’ve always been
taught to center my own experience.
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A great part of what I struggle with isn’t unique to my own experience but is an obstacle that I
believe a lot of White people wrestle with. White people, myself included, often mistake the concept of
giving up domination over others for giving up power. I’ll give an example so that readers can see this
effect in hindsight. The Civil Rights Movement began with, among other things, the call for
desegregation. Many White Americans resisted this idea aggressively. Nonviolent protests like sit-ins at
lunch counters or refusal to move to the back of a bus, staged primarily by African-Americans, were met
with violence and harassment by White people. There are many stories of brutal White-on-Black
violence during the time of these demonstrations up to and including lynchings and murders, committed
by both law enforcement and everyday White Americans. In hindsight, it’s easy to distance oneself from
those White people who resisted Black equality a few decades before one was born, but we see many
similar themes in today’s world. Black liberation movements are met with much of the same suspicion
and resentment that served as a catalyst for violence in the past, and we see this boiling over into
violence already in some of the responses to calls for Black equality.
For example, in response to a White supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia in 2017, many
social justice groups (including BLM) organized a counter protest. Violence erupted, including an
incident where one of the White supremacist rally attendees deliberately drove his vehicle into a crowd
of counter protestors, killing one person and injuring more than two dozen others36, in an act that was
described as domestic terrorism by many prominent officials. This is the kind of disproportionate violent
backlash that Black liberation movements so often see in response to their demands. One can see
examples in much of the language that White people often use to describe BLM and other movements
when they disagree with them. This doesn’t rise to the level of violence but is based in the same logic
that Black liberation is an existential threat to White interests. Also, it is worth noting that the rhetoric
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used by prominent public figures can either empower or discourage acts of violence. This is why
President Trump’s remarks on the Charlottesville attacks where he was ambivalent about assigning
blame to White supremacists for the violence that occurred were so controversial37. A question that
follows logically, then, is what causes White people to respond to Black liberation with such fear and
anger? What are White people so afraid of?
The distinction between giving up power and giving up domination is what often incites this
fear. Black liberation movements usually demand that structures that White people use to maintain
domination over them – the police force, a legal system that treats all individuals of color with a
presumption of guilt, lack of government assistance to even the economic inequality between African
Americans and White people – be modified or replaced with structures that are not biased against
people of color. White people so often see these demands as undermining the structure of the society
that they’ve established. In the creed of Black Lives Matter, White people hear an attack on individual
police officers rather than an attack on the institution of law enforcement, as is evident in the Blue Lives
Matter movement that was conceived as a response. In calls for better welfare programs, White people
hear Black people calling for a portion of their tax dollars that could otherwise be used to further the
interests of the country (which are, based on the country’s historical treatment of different races, White
interests). In the cries of Black activists who demand that their votes stop being suppressed, White
people perceive a call for political power that might turn the tide of an election. In all of these calls for
White people to stop dominating people of color, White people so often hear that they must surrender
all of their power.
Black liberation movements are indeed demanding their fair share of power. They demand the
power to live their lives without the fear of being killed by law enforcement for a minor crime or a crime
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they never committed. They demand the power to have the economic freedom that has been taken
from them time and time again since their ancestors were enslaved and robbed of their labor to enrich
White plantation owners. They demand the power to exercise their right to vote without unfair
obstacles, such as a lack of convenient polling places, unnecessarily strict voter ID laws, or being
disenfranchised because of a criminal conviction.
What White people so often misunderstand here is that power is not a finite resource. Giving
people of color equal rights to justice, equal access to welfare, or the equal ability to vote without
undue hardships does not mean that White people are being denied any of those things. In fact, White
people can benefit from all of those as well. A more fair justice system means that injustices will no
longer be overlooked, and if they are, then appropriate mechanisms to address them will have been
created. Equal access to welfare can benefit any American that has fallen on hard times. The equal
ability to vote for people of color means that America’s government will become more representative of
its population, and the government will stop taking so much criticism for policies that exclude people of
colors. Giving up domination is not giving up power. White people can retain their power and
simultaneously stop dominating people of color in ways that are beneficial to every American.
It is also in White people’s self-interest to cease dominating colored peoples. As I mentioned
earlier, Paulo Freire observes that in committing acts of oppression, the oppressor sacrifices some of
their humanity. For White people who recognize and admit the White domination of colored peoples,
this realization is often followed by a nearly overwhelming feeling of guilt. In acknowledging that one
has participated in this oppression for the entirety of their life unwittingly, these White people realize
that their existence itself has perpetuated this oppression. But for these people, there is still hope in the
possibility of redemption.
To regain one’s sense of humanity, one must examine their own life to reveal the ways that they
have been perpetuating the oppression of others. To do that, they often must appeal to the people who
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they have been oppressing unwittingly, because these people are the ones who can see so clearly the
ways that they are suffering at the hands of this dominating group. Freire writes on the subject, “As the
oppressed, fighting to be human, take away the oppressors’ power to dominate and suppress, they
restore to the oppressors the humanity they had lost in the exercise of oppression,”38. This observation
also applies to the oppressors whose consciousness is raised and become allies in the fight for liberation.
In resisting the oppression that they have been culpable in for much of their lives, White people are able
to regain the sense of humanity that they have been silencing and damaging through their oppressive
actions. Yet these same White people must be cautious to not diminish the efforts of Black liberation by
prematurely claiming that the end has been achieved.
In Dr. Christopher J. Lebron’s book, The Making of Black Lives Matter, he points out this
problem, one that has plagued America for centuries. He writes, “White Americans’ great rush to point
to a significant change…as having satisfied the demands of racial equality made it increasingly difficult to
pinpoint the systemic causes of Blacks’ social, economic, and political woes,”39. Dr. Lebron’s point here is
that the attitude that White people often take towards Black liberation movements, where they remain
skeptical because they don’t understand why the Black community isn’t satisfied with the gains that
they have made already, is a position that misses the point. White people in the U.S. take for granted
the rights that are outlined in the Constitutional Amendments. They fail to notice, however, that those
same rights that are supposed to be guaranteed to every citizen in America, are constantly under attack
for the Black community. Their right to free speech is contested every time the police declare their
peaceful protests unlawful and then quite literally assault their rights when they tear gas and arrest
those who fail to disperse40. Their right to vote, protected for America’s colored citizens by the 15th
amendment, is suppressed through the disenfranchisement of felons and strict voter ID laws. Their 4th
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amendment rights to be protected from unlawful search and seizure are under attack by policies like
“stop and frisk”41 and routine traffic stops, when officers frequently take their skin color as probable
cause to search their car42. Even the 13th amendment, outlawing slavery, has a clause that is exploited to
get free or nearly free labor out of Black people who are funneled into the criminal justice system as a
result of the overwhelming police presence in Black communities.
All of the rights that White people take for granted and expect to be protected by the
government are rights that the very same government are suppressing and hammering away at for
other minority groups. How many innocent Middle Eastern men’s rights were violated in response to
9/11? How many American citizens’ rights were violated because of the Patriot Act’s redefinition of
American citizens’ right to a “reasonable” expectation of privacy?
This is the source of White anxiety that Nixon appealed to post-Civil Rights Movement. After
Nixon, Reagan exploited it, and now Trump uses similar tactics. Politicians like Nixon, Reagan, and
Trump ask questions that are racially coded by invoking stereotypes and creating associations between a
particular ethnic group and something that is illegal or considered immoral. Trump does this today by
positioning a few stories of immigrants causing harm to the American public as the narrative that
represents all immigrants into America. Nixon did it by associating African Americans with heroin and
the hippies with marijuana, as one of his close advisers later admitted in an interview43. Reagan simply
reinforced the association of Blacks with heroin and scaled up the War on Drugs, thus further creating a
stereotype of Black criminality and attaching fatal consequences to that stereotype. In many cases,
White people are susceptible to these narratives because we lack exposure to other races and rely on
media portrayals, which are often biased and misrepresentative.
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All of this is how the Black experience in the United States has been constructed. The Black
population is oppressed by a biased government that sees White interests as fundamentally different
and more important than colored interests. Beyond that, the U.S. government, through its various
branches, often deliberately acts in ways that are designed to harm Black populations more than other
populations. The Civil Rights Movement recognized these shortcomings of the American government
and appealed to America’s constitutional values to try and create change. To a large extent, they
succeeded, although there is much left to do for the cause of Black liberation.
And then, at their highest point, after significant progress had been made for the first time in a
century towards civil rights for African Americans, the threat evolved. Political discourse shifted, Blacks
were put into positions of power to maintain the illusion that they were continuing to make gains, while
criminalization of Blacks and the rapid expansion of law enforcement steadily undermined the majority
of progress that had been made during the Civil Rights era. This, then, is the political climate into which
new Black revolutionaries were born and raised, the ones who are suspicious of the established Civil
Rights leaders from the 1960s simply because they allowed the White man to give them false hope while
they steadily chipped away at the foundation that had been built.
When Dr. King was assassinated in 1968, the status quo that had remained undisturbed for a
century in the United States was disrupted by a series of racial riots and social justice movements,
including the Black Power movement and the Anti-War movement. The Nixon administration came into
office under those conditions with the desire to put an end to this disturbance. Using the civil unrest as
an excuse, both Nixon and his successors began to slowly and clandestinely undo many of the gains that
had been made under the LBJ administration. All of this has led to the current conditions under which
African Americans in the United States find themselves: impoverished, criminalized, and still living under
a system of White supremacy and racial oppression even after the gains of the Civil Rights Era. To
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understand Nixon’s tactics, first we have to understand the context of racism in America immediately
following Black liberation movements’ gains in the 1960s.
Though it was no longer acceptable to be openly racist in America following the Civil Rights
movement, the forces of bigotry are resilient, and those who were interested in maintaining White
supremacy in America adapted to the new political landscape. President Nixon was the man that
succeeded LBJ, winning on the vote of the “silent majority,”44 which today’s reader might recognize from
the campaign of President Donald Trump. Taylor documents how Nixon exploited the resentment and
anxieties that many White people felt at the rapid pace of change45. He capitalized on the fallacious idea
that Civil Rights was a zero sum game, meaning that for African Americans to gain, White Americans had
to lose something. The Republican party of the time dubbed this the “Southern Strategy,”46 a plan to
transform the anxiety of poor, working class White people into resentment against Blacks47. At the time,
more than 87% of the U.S. population reported on the Census was White48. The strategy proved quite
successful and allowed Nixon to win the presidency.
The implications of President Trump’s campaign using the same “silent majority” phrase are
broadly problematic, primarily because it references a time when the Republican Party exploited White
racism as a means of winning a presidential election. The idea that the modern Republican Party would
field a candidate that is still exploiting White racism – in remarkably similar ways to the Nixon campaign
— to win a presidential election is incredibly unsettling. Understanding the history of that phrase might
also provide some clarity to White Americans who think Black oppression is a thing of the past. It’s one
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of the many quite visible signs that Black oppression in the United States is still alive, well, and broadly
endorsed by some of the most powerful people in the country. Another notable parallel between
President Trump and a former Republican president who exploited White racism in their campaign is
Ronald Reagan’s campaign slogan, “Make America Great Again,” that Mr. Trump adopted. Later in this
paper I will explain the ways that the Reagan administration built on the oppressive foundation put into
place by Nixon and expanded the harm done to Black communities.
Half a century after the gains of the Civil Rights Movement, we would expect America to be a
more fair and equal society, and it is in some cases. Progress has been made with the introduction of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, a more inclusive common law under Brown v.
Board, etc. However, the political forces and will that maintained segregation as the norm for nearly a
century still exist and continue to hold significant influence in America. For centuries, from slavery all
the way through the Civil Rights Movement, these forces relied on a narrative of the White Americans’
biological superiority to justify oppressing America’s colored populations, most visibly the African
American population49. I would be remiss if I failed to acknowledge that other colored populations, such
as the Native American population and the Asian American population, were also and continue to be
oppressed by White Americans, but this paper’s focus is primarily on the oppression of African
Americans and the Black liberation movements that have resisted that.
The next presidential administration of note in the America government’s continued efforts to
dominate the Black community in America is the Reagan administration, and Taylor again documents
the ways his administration contributed to the structural oppression of Black Americans50. In an
interview in 1981, one of Reagan’s advisors, Lee Atwater unpacked the so-called “Southern Strategy”
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that former President Nixon had used to exploit White racism in the South post-Civil Rights Movement
in order to win the presidency51. Atwater’s comments may be helpful in understanding the shift in
American politics away from explicit racism to a more subtle, clandestine method of oppression, so I’ll
include them here:
You start out in 1954 by saying, “Nigger, nigger, nigger.” By 1968 you can’t say “nigger”—that
hurts you, backfires. So you say stuff like, uh, forced busing, states’ rights, and all that stuff, and
you’re getting so abstract. Now, you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re
talking about are totally economic things and a byproduct of them is, Blacks get hurt worse than
Whites.… “We want to cut this,” is much more abstract than even the busing thing, uh, and a
hell of a lot more abstract than “Nigger, nigger.”52
Atwater’s comments show that the Reagan administration was quite aware of how the political
landscape had changed regarding race. He effectively captures the generational shift between politicians
in thinking about the White, working-class, racist vote. Undoubtedly, there has been a considerable
population of racist White people, particularly White men, in America for centuries. This racism is a
shameful part of the American identity that many people fail to acknowledge. For centuries, White
people have been bombarded by messages that Black and brown people are a threat to their physical
and financial security. It is difficult to discuss race in America because White people have internalized
this sense of racial minorities being a threat to the point where they fail to realize they hold those
attitudes and biases. Politicians like Nixon, Reagan, and now Trump have all seized on the fears of White
people to further their own political ambitions, ignoring the reality that racial minorities face immense
obstacles that White people never have to in their everyday lives.
This political tactic of scapegoating diverts attention from the real problem in the United States,
which is the superrich exploiting poor and middle-class people of all colors to enrich themselves. Black
people in particular are disproportionately affected by poverty, but the wealth gap between Blacks and
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Whites is narrowing, “not because Blacks are doing better, but because Whites are doing worse,”53.
Allan Johnson’s concept of the “dominant reality”54 is helpful here in understanding the narrative that
White Americans are led to believe, and how that narrative is used to manipulate working class White
Americans into being complicit in oppressing Black Americans. The people in positions of power in
America, who are overwhelmingly both White and wealthy, define the dominant reality that the
everyday American lives in. For the remainder of this paper, I’ll refer to the people in positions of power
as the “White political elite,” both for the sake of simplicity and because I believe that phrase captures
the economic and political power that is concentrated in the hands of White people.
Allan Johnson defines the dominant reality in America by writing about how White Americans,
who he alleges are the dominant class in America, define the experience of others, which creates the
subjective reality that other White Americans accept and that becomes the narrative of the American
experience55. We see this in the way that politicians use rhetoric to blame people for their own
predicaments, something that Dr. Taylor refers to as “personal responsibility politics,”56. Clinton used
this to define the experience of poverty as a product of laziness and incompetence, not as a result of
many structural factors like the legacy of slavery, low-wage jobs, or the lack of available welfare to help
the poor break the cycle of poverty. This idea, which White legislators accepted as representative of the
experience of poverty despite President Clinton’s limited exposure to the real thing, resulted in the
passing of Clinton’s Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act (PRWOA). The problem with the
White political elite defining others’ experience is that not only do they fail to address the issue, but
they often worsen it by misdiagnosing the causes of the issue. For example, Clinton’s PRWOA bill’s end
goal was to cut government welfare spending. This not only failed to address the structural causes of
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poverty but also widened the gap between the rich and the poor by denying the poor the support that
they needed to escape the cycle of poverty. It also relied on the premise that poor people want to
exploit the system, and set strict standards of who qualified for welfare and for how long they could
collect it. By imposing limits like the rule that families could not collect welfare for more than two
consecutive years, it ignored the idea that families might supplement their income with welfare to make
ends meet while working low-wage jobs. It ignored the reality that jobs in the United States were not
paying a living wage, which is a problem that we still see today. Its impacts were disproportionately
leveled on racial minorities, who already struggled to find well-paying jobs and faced structural barriers
to getting a higher level of education to qualify for those jobs.
The Black experience in the United States, like the experience of most Americans, is impacted by
the policies that the government implements and their effects. The United States government has
consistently made decisions that primarily benefit White people, often at the expense of racial
minorities. We see this in the disproportionate numbers of African Americans living in poverty; we see
this in the number of African Americans who are victims of violent crime; we see this in the twisted
legacy of racism and slavery that has never been adequately addressed by White America. Black folks
have been encouraged to find a place in this nation since they were enslaved and brought here against
their will centuries ago. Yet White America has continued to exploit and deny them the resources they
need to recover from that legacy, instead putting the burden squarely on their shoulders to drag
themselves out of the multitude of problems they face as a community. The only sincere attempt that
America has ever made to address the needs of its Black population was at the height of the Civil Rights
Movement, which is both a deeply disturbing and inspiring idea. It is inspiring that the American public
and the American government could be so moved by the narrative of Black suffering that was
spotlighted during the Civil Rights Movement that they took steps to change the culture of a nation in
order to right some of those wrongs. It is disturbing to note the amount of suffering that Black folks had
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to do simply to get their basic rights as American citizens affirmed by the government and the rest of the
public. The lesson that the Civil Rights Movement offers is that confronting its racialized history is
something that America is capable of doing, but it will be a long and painful struggle to force it to do so
again.

6. Gains of the Civil Rights Movement
To understand how America was once forced to confront its racial history, we must examine
what success was being achieved at the Civil Rights Movement’s peak. First, we might look to the way
that the people in power—the White political elite that I mentioned earlier—were willing to speak about
some of the issues that America’s Black population was experiencing. Let’s look at some examples of the
difference in rhetoric that was used.
The phenomenon of dominant reality can be used for good if the way that people in power
define the experience of others reflects their actual experience. For example, LBJ correctly defined
poverty as a result of structural inequalities in his Howard University commencement speech57. He
accurately indicated that the roots of African American poverty are a result of the institution of slavery
and structural racism that not only exploited Black labor for centuries, but continued (and continues
today) to deny African Americans the full value of their work in compensation. In recognizing and
articulating this understanding of what is underpinning social issues like poverty in the U.S., he was able
to pass legislation in his War on Poverty efforts that addressed the true roots of the problem, rather
than relying on a misguided narrative that only caused more harm.
The tension in American politics is a result of the struggle between what’s right and what the
people in power say is right. The subsequent administrations that followed LBJ redefined poverty as a
criminal issue by pointing to the high crime rates in poor communities. This misrepresentation of crime
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being a cause of poverty, rather than a symptom, justified the expansion of law enforcement that has
persisted since the Civil Rights Movement. With the Black community vulnerable after the 1960s as a
result of losing so many prominent leaders and activists, White politicians were able to convince
legislators to pass policy that would address the causes of the problem that they indicated. Few activists
were alive that had the influence to disrupt the narrative of politicians and show the dominant class,
namely White Americans, that the Black experience and the experience of the poor was in fact not what
the politicians were saying it was. The solutions that White politicians like President Nixon and President
Reagan were proposing were corrupted by a lack of sincerity in addressing the issues. This dominant
reality was further affirmed by the Black political elite, who were frequently put in unmanageable
situations and were quick to resort to personal responsibility politics and redirecting the blame to their
constituents, rather than accepting and articulating that they were put into positions where the odds
were deliberately stacked against them58. The constituents that were affected, who were primarily
Black59, were denied the opportunity to hold them accountable because they either became
disillusioned with the political system and didn’t participate, or the White voters outweighed them and
reelected the official anyway. The White consciousness is where elections are decided in America, which
Black liberation movements like the Civil Rights Movement have used to their ends with great success.
In Selma, a fictional portrayal of Dr. King’s march from Selma, Alabama to Montgomery,
Alabama in 1965, there’s a scene where Dr. King and other members of the South Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC) are talking to John Lewis and members of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC), who had been active in Selma before Dr. King arrived. In this scene, the SNCC
members are defending their activism in Selma, telling Dr. King they don’t want to join his campaign
because they disagree with his short-term, high-drama tactics. Dr. King’s character responds by praising
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their grassroots work to “raise the Black consciousness.” He then explains that the SCLC’s strategy
involves “raising White consciousness, and in particular the consciousness of whichever White man
happens to be sitting in the Oval Office.”
Granted that Selma is historical fiction and that Dr. King never articulated—publicly at least—a
strategy to raise the White consciousness, one can see in Dr. King’s activism how he did just that. His
campaigns relied heavily on media coverage to capture the Black experience—being beaten by the
police for attempting to hold a peaceful protest, for example—to shock White viewers into reevaluating
the values of the society that they lived in. The dominant reality at the time was that African Americans
were second class citizens in the United States, and biologically inferior to Whites. That’s the narrative
that the dominant class used to justify segregation, brutal treatment of Blacks, and how they discounted
any Black liberation movements. That narrative formed the basis for the dominant reality where it was
acceptable for the majority of society to deny a minority group—that consisted of 11.4% of the
population, or around 20,000,000 people60--basic human rights and dignity. It was through constant
disruption of this dominant reality that Dr. King did his real work in raising the White consciousness,
showing White people all across America on national television the true reality of a society that openly
allowed such oppression.
As the Civil Rights Movement progressed, it became clear that the narrative of the biological
superiority of Whites was failing to hold much sway in the public consciousness anymore as White
people began to sympathize with the experience of Black people in America61. For White Americans, it
was more and more difficult to reconcile the idea that Blacks were biologically inferior when they were
organizing and protesting and offering well-constructed arguments for why they deserved equal rights
as citizens. This counternarrative that Dr. King and other Civil Rights leaders were offering was disrupting
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the biological inferiority narrative that had been articulated by prominent politicians, up to and
including presidents, for centuries. It was becoming more and more clear that this false idea was a myth,
and after the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act, it was now legally indefensible to blatantly
oppress African Americans in the United States. The forces and voices that had defended segregation for
so long faced defeat and sank into the shadows for a brief period. It was no longer acceptable to be
racist in America.

7. Post-Civil Rights America
I.
Violent End of a Generation
The Civil Rights Movement began with a generation of young Black leaders who were tired of
living in poverty, under the constant threat of police harassment and abuse, and tired of being denied
the rights that they, as citizens, were guaranteed under the United States Constitution. They made some
gains by transforming the collective American consciousness, particularly the White consciousness, to
care about and advocate for the cause of Black liberation. This progress is evident in the passage of the
Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act, as well as the Brown v. Board decision. The 1960s were a
decade where African Americans had generated significant momentum in demanding equality in
America and were in a position of power such that the government could not simply ignore those
demands.
The 1960s were also a decade where, as Black liberation activists generally understand, almost
an entire generation of Black leaders was wiped out, some by agents of the government, some by White
citizens, some by other organizations. For instance, Fred Hampton, the leader of the Black Panthers, was
killed in his bed in the middle of the night by the Chicago police working closely with the FBI62. His
girlfriend, who was nine months pregnant, was asleep beside him. Malcolm X was assassinated by
members of the Nation of Islam after he broke away from the organization to preach a more moderate
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philosophy that blamed racism, not the White race itself, for the plight of the African American63. Assatu
Shakur, another member of the Black Panther Party, was driven out of the country to seek asylum in
Cuba after a shootout with police left her with a first-degree murder charge in what was a highly
controversial case that many thought to be a biased trial64. Angela Davis, an academic and civil rights
activist who became a public figure at the end of the 1960s, caught the attention of the government in
the late 1960s when she was added to the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted List for her alleged role in a
conspiracy to commit murder. She was found not guilty at trial. It’s worth noting Davis’s case even
though she came to prominence after the Civil Rights Movement because she was another young Black
leader who the government attempted to discredit. In 1968, Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated by
a lone gunman.
Many of the African American leaders of the 1960s were controversial figures, and some of
them—including Fred Hampton, Malcolm X (for a time), and Assata Shakur—openly advocated the use
of violence in self defense. However, the systematic assassination, discrediting, or exile of Black leaders
during and following the Civil Rights Movement left an entire generation of African Americans without
powerful voices to defend their interests. The United States government cannot be implicated with
certainty in many of these cases, but the pervasive extent of their surveillance of Black activists—as is
evident in the declassified FBI files on Civil Rights Leaders from the COINTELPRO initiative65--means that
they were likely aware, if not directly involved in, the threats to these people’s lives. A government that
fails to act to protect its citizens from each other is as guilty as one who pulls the trigger themselves.
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The consequences of having an entire generation of leadership being stripped from a
community in one way or another is evident in the decades that followed. Losing many of their leaders
in the space of a decade, the African American community received an unmistakable message: any Black
leader who steps forward to speak for their people will be crushed in one way or another. It seems
likely, in an age where Black activism was seen as such a significant threat to the state that hundreds of
pages of reports were amassed on any prominent Black activist, that the suicide tape that the FBI sent to
Dr. King was not the only one of its kind. Political leaders for the Black community not only risked harm
or death, but also risked their personal and professional reputations. This suppressed Black activism for
years while White political leaders took turns devastating the Black community, either by cutting
welfare programs or expanding law enforcement. African Americans, for the most part, heeded the
warning and suffered through the changes, while White people in America saw the lack of prominent
Black activists as a sign that African Americans really had become equal citizens and were finally
satisfied. No Black leader was willing to risk their life to offer a compelling counternarrative. The ones
who did, like Angela Davis, had lost the collective power of Black liberation movements behind them.
The government had suppressed Black activism through surveillance efforts like the FBI’s COINTELPRO
division, which monitored and disrupted activist movements, and took more overtly violent actions like
the FBI’s sanctioning of the raid on Fred Hampton’s apartment. All of this was a response to African
Americans finally demanding that they stop being treated as second-class citizens, and that they have
the rights that they were guaranteed by the Constitution protected by the government. To those
demands, the U.S. government responded with force and violence.
II.

Systematic Strategies Used to Oppress the Black Population

“Now what I have said about Harlem is true… of every Northern city with a large Negro population. And
the police are simply the hired enemies of this population. They are present to keep the Negro in his
place and to protect White business interests, and they have no other function. They are, moreover—
even in a country which makes the grave error of equating ignorance with simplicity—quite stunningly
ignorant; and since they know that they are hated, they are always afraid. One cannot possibly arrive at
a more sure-fire formula for cruelty.
33

This is why those pious calls to “respect the law,” always to be heard from prominent citizens each time
the ghetto explodes, are so obscene. The law is meant to be my servant and not my master, still less my
torturer and murderer. To respect the law, in the context in which the American Negro finds himself, is
simply to surrender his self-respect.” – James Baldwin, “Report from Occupied Territory”66
In response to the civil unrest following the Civil Rights Movement and the widespread racial
riots throughout the United States, LBJ passed the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of
196867. Law enforcement in the United States was (and is) a decentralized institution, which resulted in
different standards for law enforcement across the country. LBJ, throughout his administration, sought
to professionalize law enforcement, and this new act that he passed towards the end of his presidency
was a way to allow federal funds to be used for local and state law enforcement agencies, as well as to
increase law enforcement’s surveillance capabilities68.
It’s important to note that LBJ’s act was not inherently malicious. After seeing local and state
law enforcement’s abuses of power during the Civil Rights Movement, most visibly the actions of
Sheriffs Jim Clark and Bull Connor, it’s understandable that LBJ wanted some level of consistency in the
training and methods that law enforcement used across United States. The problem with the act that he
passed was primarily the precedent it set for future presidents. Passing a crime bill that allowed federal
money to be used for local and state law enforcement, expanded surveillance abilities of law
enforcement agencies, and integrated the FBI more into local and state efforts became the tip of the
iceberg as a new method of oppressing African Americans, and the fact that LBJ was the one who set it
in motion has become one of history’s great ironies. Richard Nixon succeeded LBJ.
Nixon ushered in an era of “colorblindness and racial code words,”69 adopting a strategy of not
discussing race at all to let the public’s racial consciousness die away as his administration rolled back
LBJ’s welfare state and began expanding law enforcement as part of a larger strategy to further oppress
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African Americans. A former Nixon advisor, John Ehrlichman, famously explained this strategy in an
interview, identifying the War on Drugs as a deliberate effort to suppress both Blacks and the anti-war
movement70. Nixon ran on a platform of law and order, which fed appealed to the anxieties that White
Americans felt at a time when African Americans were demanding justice for the centuries of oppression
that they had suffered71. He conflated civil disobedience with criminal activity, therefore creating the
narrative that the Civil Rights Movement was both criminal and unjustified in nature, which effectively
served to not only provide fodder for the subsequent criminalization of Black activists but also became
the foundation upon which Nixon and subsequent administrations were able to create and maintain the
stereotype of African Americans as a danger to White interests, a narrative that persists even today.
Nixon’s administration passed the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations (RICO) act in
1970 on the grounds that it would fight organized crime. However, the expanded powers it gave law
enforcement – loosening the rules about illegally obtained evidence; creating new categories of crime;
creating 25-year-long sentences; as well as its $90 million investment to integrate local law enforcement
databases into the FBI criminal information system to create the National Crime Information Center
(NCIC)—were all subsequently used against the Black population in America72.
Nixon’s administration is also notable for its role in beginning the War on Drugs in America. For
Nixon, the War on Drugs began as a rhetorical effort to justify to the American public any law
enforcement efforts that were being made to combat drug use in America. As I previously mentioned,
the intentional association of the anti-war movement with marijuana and the Black population with
heroin that his administration made was an effort to disrupt those communities. The War on Drugs lent
force to that disruption, and Nixon’s law and order rhetoric created a social climate where it was
acceptable to do so. The common understanding that Nixon articulated to Americans, and that many
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Americans believed, was that, “Crime was committed by bad people who made bad choices,”73. This
general idea is problematic because it’s reductive of the causes of criminal activity. Whereas his
predecessor understood the level of poverty in the United States as a significant issue that contributed
to crime, Nixon was able to ignore any structural causes of criminal activity. Ronald Reagan was the next
president after Nixon whose administration’s priorities caused more harm to the Black community.
Reagan’s administration is responsible for causing further damage to the already weakened
welfare state through his budget cuts74, cutting taxes for the wealthy from 70% to 28% while ignoring
the effect on the poor75. These tax cuts, known as “Reaganomics”, were based on the premise that less
government intervention in the market would stimulate growth. This is a popular school of thought in
economic theory on capitalist systems. The result, however, is that the state was able to distance itself
from assisting the poor and working-class population through welfare, and instead place the burden on
private corporations, who were only able to address poverty through small-scale efforts.
The impact of Reagan’s policies disproportionately affected Black communities, but it was also
an attack on any poor or working-class American citizen who relied on the state to help them meet their
needs. Reagan’s hostility towards the needs of the working class can be summarized by one incident in
particular: when Reagan summarily fired more than 11,000 air traffic controllers who were striking for a
shorter workweek and higher pay76. He subsequently banned them from the aviation industry for life. In
terms of labor relations, Reagan’s actions showed the entire United States time and again that he was
firmly on the side of the wealthy, and on the side of corporations, and would do everything in his
political power to beat the poor and working classes into submission.
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Reagan was also responsible for expanding the War on Drugs from the rhetorical war created by
Nixon into a literal one. The power of political discourse and framing can’t be understated when
reviewing how Reagan’s administration expanded the War on Drugs. Reagan’s administration painted
the drug problems in America as a matter of willpower, “undermining calls for treatment and
decriminalization,”77. Using that as a framework, Reagan pushed through policies to integrate local and
federal law enforcement more closely, increase the number and severity of drug offenses, and opened
the door for the military and federal agencies to be involved in drug control78. This included policies like
the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, which among other things carried a mandatory minimum for crack
cocaine possession of five years while not affecting minimum sentences for cocaine possession79. Crack
cocaine was a drug at the time that was overwhelmingly present in Black communities. Cocaine was
more often found in White communities.
Reagan’s policies increased the law enforcement presence in communities around the U.S. It’s
obvious by Atwater’s comments that the Reagan administration was still quite deliberately attempting
to disrupt Black communities by using racially coded language and a front of economic concerns. By
distancing the government from its role as caretaker of its citizens and passing that responsibility on to
private corporations who were either unwilling or unable to address poverty on a national scale, Reagan
failed to reduce poverty during his time in office80. According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, “Persons
in poor households at or below the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) (39.8 per 1,000) had more than double
the rate of violent victimization as persons in high-income households (16.9 per 1,000),”81. This means
that people living in poverty, as defined by the U.S. government, were more than twice as likely to be
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victims of a violent crime. Reagan’s failure to effectively address poverty worked together with the
identity of Black criminality to disrupt Black communities.

8. Law Enforcement and the Role it Plays in Racial Oppression
I’d like to briefly examine the logic behind expanding law enforcement as a solution to the crime
that poverty had spawned, and how this expansion of law enforcement worked with the identity of
Black criminality to create a recipe for disaster. Firstly, Reagan’s expansion of the War on Drugs, through
an increase in federal involvement in drug operations82, meant that more police officers were present in
racial minority communities because, as we know from Ehrlichman’s comments, the Nixon
administration had already laid the groundwork by creating an association between Black folks and
heroin to create a pretense for disrupting these communities. Reagan’s expansion of the War on Drugs
relied on the premise that, by taking more drugs off the streets, law enforcement would reduce crime
and make communities safer.
The issue with that logic is that a second premise had been created by the identity of Black
criminality, and that premise was that Black people are a threat because of their association with illegal
drugs. Reagan’s expansion of law enforcement created a framework for law enforcement that
contradicted itself. Law enforcement officers who were present in Black neighborhoods were supposed
to be reducing crime and making neighborhoods safer for the residents of those neighborhoods. For
neighborhoods that were mostly Black, however, Black people were also understood to be the threat.
This created an environment where police officers were unable to distinguish between the people they
were supposed to be protecting, and the criminals that they were supposed to be protecting them from.
One can see how this is disastrous, and the consequences of this system were a constant environment
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of harassment and oppression by law enforcement for Black communities, which we’ve learned from
Patrisse Khan-Cullors83.
By framing poverty and drug use as a matter of willpower rather than a result of structural
failures, politicians like Nixon can point the finger at the Black community and ask how if their situation
is so awful, why they aren’t doing more to break the cycle of poverty for themselves. This tactic not only
poisons public opinion against those living in poverty, because it draws attention to the desperate acts
that they often engage in to find some sense of purpose in their lives (including criminality, drug abuse,
alcohol abuse), but it reframes the debate on government inaction around the issue of whether those in
poverty deserve government aid, or if they’ll squander it. Shifting the debate to a hypothetical stage
helps disconnect it from the reality of poverty and keep it abstract, which mitigates the role that
empathy might play in garnering support for the poor. This is where the effectiveness of avoidance
politics really lies—in its ability to remove the oppressor from the equation entirely by suggesting that, if
the oppressor stopped oppressing, then the formerly oppressed would waste their newfound
opportunities anyway.
Avoidance politics have been particularly effective against the Black community because
politicians can draw from history to support their claims in fallacious ways. They can argue that the Black
community has been free from slavery for a century and a half, and that if they haven’t shaken off the
legacy of it by now and improved their situation, then the government can hardly be blamed for their
lack of a work ethic. The issue with this argument, which many White people in the U.S. accept at face
value, is that it ignores all the systematic factors that have kept the African American community
oppressed. Yes, they were emancipated from slavery, but all they received was their freedom. Former
slaves weren’t granted any land or money as reparations to start their new life as a freed person.
Former slaveowners didn’t have to pay any tax on the wealth that they had accumulated at the expense
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of their former slaves to help even the immense wealth disparity. Freed slaves started with nothing, and
had to rely on their labor and nothing else to make a living.
Beyond that, slavery evolved into new iterations that were still considered legal. The 13th
Amendment allows for slavery if someone is convicted of an offense against the state. Therefore, many
Blacks were arrested for various obscure crimes, like vagrancy or loitering84, just so that their labor could
be exploited for free once again, but now with the attached stigma of being convicted of a crime. Racial
discrimination was prevalent everywhere, and state-sponsored racism evolved into the Black Codes and
then the Jim Crow laws, both designed to deny opportunity to former slaves. This not only prevented
many former slaves and their families from making an honest living, but it drove them into poverty,
which often created situations where criminal behavior was the only way to survive.
All of this to say, avoidance politics have been devastating on the Black community because they
cherry pick the pieces of history that support this idea that the Black community is responsible for its
own poverty, ignoring all of the structural issues that denied them every opportunity to improve their
situations. This creates an environment where public opinion supports denying the Black community, as
well as other communities that are disproportionately affected by poverty, any kind of government aid
in the form of welfare. Denying the Black community any kind of welfare not only perpetuates the
poverty cycle but also exaggerates the wealth disparity in the U.S. even more by allowing the rich to
collect more wealth while the poor struggle to collect any at all, because they don’t even make enough
to support their daily needs.
Though Nixon and his successor, Ronald Reagan, were both Republicans, The War on Drugs
cannot be solely blamed on Republican administrations. Bill Clinton, a Democrat, took a unique stance
by running on a platform of law and order, which traditionally was a Republican position. After he won
the presidency, he followed through on his law and order rhetoric by passing the Violent Crime Control
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and Law Enforcement Act of 199485, which “expanded use of the death penalty, life sentences for
nonviolent criminal offenses, 100,000 more police on the streets, and a gratuitously punitive elimination
of federal funding for inmate education,”86. Not only did Clinton expand law enforcement, but he
abandoned any pretense of the criminal justice system being intended to rehabilitate offenders. By
expanding sentencing and cutting funding for inmate education, prison was swiftly becoming a place for
criminals to go and rot for the rest of their lives, contributing to the perception of those who were
convicted of crimes as inherently violent and dangerous to society. As the identity of Black criminality
had been constructed already, this disproportionately affected the Black population.
Perhaps the most devastating effect of the Clinton administration’s “tough on crime” stance was
Clinton’s decision to authorize the Pentagon to donate surplus military equipment to police
departments across the country. This not only contributed to the War on Drugs’ evolution into a literal
war, as many police departments were now armed with assault rifles, grenade launchers, and armored
vehicles (in some cases even tanks)87, but set the stage for the War on Terror a decade later. As a result,
not only was law enforcement expanded under the Clinton administration, but they were now heavily
armed and trained to use military equipment to solve problems in civilian life. This blurring of the lines
between a civilian institution like law enforcement and the military, an institution that has the authority
to carry out government-sanctioned killings, is dangerous in the United States. Giving law enforcement
in America military grade hardware is particularly dangerous because American law enforcement
already have a history of racialized policing88 and excessive use of force. The Clinton Administration,
regardless of whether it was deliberate or not, effectively sanctioned and provided police with the tools
to wage war on minority communities.
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As Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor writes, “police brutality is not a new phenomenon; it has existed, in
one form or another, since the abolition of slavery,”89. Law enforcement as an institution functions as a
pillar of support for the government90. The race-specific effects of initiatives like the War on Drugs and
the War on Terror are the reason that they are problematic, because a negative race-specific impact of a
government policy is indicative of a racist government. Waging a War on Drugs, with the amount of
poverty and consequently drugs that plagues Black communities, is a way for a racist state to oppress a
certain racial group. The War on Terror is similar—Muslims and Middle Eastern Americans are
disproportionately targeted for harassment and arrest by the government with few, if any, distinctions
being made between people based on their country of origin, history of offenses, or links to terrorist
groups.
American law enforcement is a central issue in the movement for Black liberation, so I believe
that some further clarification is needed. Police officers often join law enforcement to make a positive
change and to protect their communities. The people who risk their lives every day to protect the
American people deserve to be commended for their efforts, and I believe that Black liberation
movements share the belief that law enforcement officers as individuals are, for the most part, potential
allies in the struggle for liberation. American law enforcement as an institution, however, is the main
focus of criticism of movements like Black Lives Matter. A criticism that I would offer is that as an
institution, the metrics that law enforcement in America uses to measure their success are contributing
significantly to the issues that we see today of mass incarceration and police use of lethal force. The FBI
is considered a model for best policing practices in the United States and regularly publishes reports on
what good policing looks like. In a bulletin that the FBI issued in 2015, they use metrics like felony
indictments, felony convictions, and drugs/firearms seized to measure the success of their crime
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reduction efforts91. This demonstrates an emphasis on crime reduction as a numbers game, with a
higher number of felony convictions and a higher number of drugs/firearms seized as an indicator of
success. If we look at crime as a result of high levels of poverty, we can see how Alex Vitale’s criticism
that law enforcement has been used as a panacea for social problems makes sense92. Rather than
treating the causes of that crime, in this case a high level of poverty, political solutions have focused on
addressing the symptoms.
One can again see how political strategies to avoid government responsibility for poverty are
linked to Black oppression. Nixon failed to articulate the structural causes of poverty and instead
capitalized on civil unrest as an excuse to expand law enforcement, rather than address the causes of
the civil unrest as articulated by activists, primarily a lack of jobs and the lack of protection for the rights
of African Americans93. Reagan shifted the responsibility to address America’s social issues onto private
corporations and took a unfriendly stance to protecting the rights of workers, which set the stage for
more exploitation of the working class and widened the wealth disparity in America. Clinton articulated
a personal responsibility narrative, blaming the poor for their own situation and falsely linking poverty
to a poor work ethic and incompetence. By focusing their efforts on the symptoms rather than the
causes of social issues, politicians have put into place solutions that aren’t sustainable and, additionally,
have race-specific effects. This is yet another example of why it’s problematic for White politicians to
offer narratives about the experience of racial minorities, because often they lead to solutions that don’t
address the problem.
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9. Political Climate Today for Black Liberation
In the current political climate where President Trump is targeting Muslims and Mexicans and
portraying them as threats to the American way of life, Black issues are still quite prominent and
relevant. The American public still sees discussions about Blackface, mass incarceration, and police
brutality in the national news. Black issues have made their way onto the national agenda ever since the
1960s and stayed, fueled by academics and media alike. The problem is that many of the vocal activists
who organized protests and demonstrations to actually affect change in those areas were either killed,
as I wrote about earlier, or shifted to a strategy of electoral politics, which is a significantly slower, albeit
safer, method. This shift to electoral politics paved the way for an African American politician like Barack
Obama to win the presidency in 2008, a great victory for Black Americans. However, once again, the
Black community was disappointed by the government, even with a Black man at the head of it.
One might wonder why the nation’s first Black president would fail to confront structural
inequalities that have perpetuated Black inequality in the United States for centuries. This is where a
criticism of the Black political elite is relevant. After African Americans secured the right to vote, the
battleground for many of them shifted to winning electoral majorities and changing policy from within
the halls of power94. This sounds like a noble and effective goal. However, their success in the political
arena is often governed by their ability to attract corporate donations to their campaigns95. This often
forces them to compromise on issues of Black liberation and makes them hesitant to unambivalently
side with ordinary Black people on issues like police brutality. They will certainly condemn police
brutality, but they are quick to preach winning elections and proposing policy as the next step for a
movement that still very much needs to take to the streets and disrupt the narrative that Black people
are criminals, or poor because of their own inability or laziness. Proposing and passing legislation is still
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very important and necessary for the Black liberation movement, but the halls of power are still a
noticeably uneven battlefield. White legislators still hold the majority of seats and influence in the halls
of power. Black legislators are newer to the game, and have adapted quickly to being able to raise
money and influence events, but they still generally lack the support that they need to pass legislation
that actually helps ordinary Black people.
Former President Obama is a member of the “third wave” of Black elected officials, a group that
is primarily defined by their ability to demonstrate “fluency in Black and White settings,”96 and in how
they maintain distance from Black liberation movements to avoid a label as a ‘radical’ that would likely
cripple their political ambitions. In Christopher J. Lebron’s words, “the essence of radical politics is using
unsanctioned means to effect change to disrupt the status quo,”97. Many Black politicians avoid the label
of radical and play by the rules of the political arena to maintain the legitimacy they need to do their
job. This doesn’t mean that they must avoid any kind of radical movements. On the contrary, President
Obama did engage with radicals on several occasions to attempt to address issues that were important
to them. For example, President Obama invited law enforcement officials, activists, and other
stakeholders in the issue of police brutality together to form the Task Force for Twenty-First Century
Policing. However, Black politicians frequently, and with exceptions, fail to endorse Black liberation
movements or to actually participate in demonstrations in order to raise awareness. They’re not only
beholden to corporate interests, but they’re frequently also concerned about alienating their White
voters by taking a stance on racial issues98. That’s why issues that primarily concerned Black people
often don’t make their way onto the agenda at all, or as in the case of President Obama, only nominally
appear and never result in significant action.
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Taylor asserts that President Obama took on the role of an “informed observer” for Black issues
through his tenure as a Senator and during his presidency99, and bases this in the text of some of his
speeches. I agree with her assessment—I think the hopes of African Americans and what they thought
President Obama might aspire to do for ordinary Black people were let down. Obama failed to intervene
on several issues important to Black America not because he wasn’t able to, but because he refused
to.100 Race was a noticeable factor in the way both the White public and White politicians dealt with
President Obama. Addressing that likely would have meant Obama’s political suicide. By refusing to see
himself as the president of Black America, Obama was able to maintain legitimacy and avoid alienating
White voters, but he consequently failed to adequately address the concerns that were most important
to Black voters in a meaningful way.
Understanding this shift of the older Black generation to a focus on electoral politics and
influencing legislation is essential for conceiving how the obstacles to the Civil Rights Movement have
changed. Black liberation movements now have the advantage of having a considerable number of Black
voices in the halls of power that they can speak through. On that same note, they also have many Black
politicians preaching that running for office and proposing legislation is the way to affect significant
change, even though that avenue has, on balance, failed at improving the lives of Black people in the
United States over the past six decades. Not only has it failed to improve the lives of Black people, but in
many ways it has actively harmed Black lives in the United States. There were Black politicians that
backed Ronald Reagan as a presidential candidate after the Democratic president Jimmy Carter failed to
address their needs101. There were Black politicians at every stage of expanding the law enforcement
state that supported measures to address crime in the United States and failed to question the
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implication that crime in the United States was Black102. There are politicians, like President Obama, who
have maintained the illusion of addressing Black concerns without actually taking any notable action
because they’re afraid of alienating White voters. In many ways, maintaining the illusion of addressing
Black concerns is more harmful than ignoring them all together. The Obama Administration’s previously
mentioned Task Force on Twenty First Century Policing focused on legitimizing police and creating more
public trust, yet failed to address the structural issues like poverty and inadequate social services that
create an environment where police must deal with both crime and address social issues that they’re
not trained or equipped for. In fact, it did the opposite by, among other things, calling for law
enforcement to be involved in shaping school disciplinary practices and developing consequences103.
Having law enforcement involved in creating disciplinary practices for an educational environment is not
only wholly inappropriate, but it encourages the conflation of school discipline and criminal justice. This
furthers the criminalization of American youth by treating them as criminals from a young age,
particularly in low-income (and consequently, primarily racial minority) communities where a variety of
social issues (imprisoned parents, poverty, drug use, etc) create an environment where police presence
in schools is justified because young people are expressing their issues from home in a school setting.
Obama’s Task Force made no recommendations at all that had to do with expanding the role of social
welfare to address some of the root causes of issues that law enforcement have to deal with.
Another way that the obstacles to Black liberation in the United States have evolved are that the
institution of law enforcement as a whole has become more legitimate and integrated into the social
fabric. LBJ’s attempts to professionalize law enforcement across the country were largely successful, and
as a result, law enforcement has become more recognizable and common in fiction and in reality. Law
enforcement is the subject of many prominent television series and movies that are widely viewed
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across the country, and in most cases are portrayed as the good guy. This reinforces stereotypes across
the country of police as protectors of the community, which is problematic because that stereotype
doesn’t fit reality. Given how much law enforcement has been expanded in the past fifty years, law
enforcement officers are also present in many places that they didn’t used to be. We live in an age of
school resource officers, DARE programs, expanded surveillance and intelligence gathering, and
immigration detention camps. We also see a push for law enforcement to take the “community
policing” approach, defined by the Department of Justice as “a philosophy that promotes organizational
strategies that support the systematic use of partnerships and problem-solving techniques to
proactively address the immediate conditions that give rise to public safety issues such as crime, social
disorder, and fear of crime,”104. This encourages law enforcement officers to be involved with their
communities in ways that often go beyond the scope of fighting crime by attempting to address the
causes of crime as well.
What’s problematic about the omnipresence of law enforcement for Black liberation
movements is the unquestionable authority it gives law enforcement officers for many United States
citizens, particularly White Americans whose primary exposure to police misconduct are on television
shows, where the misconduct is often blatant and dramatized to the point of being unrealistic. African
Americans are often raised with a healthy skepticism of law enforcement as an institution based on their
lived experience of the police as abusive of their state-sanctioned authority. White Americans frequently
lack this skepticism because they have no reason to maintain it. Any fictional account of police
misconduct that they watch on television is in conjunction with a suspension of disbelief, so when they
return to the real world they dismiss such an idea as wholly unrealistic. Furthermore, often the use of
guns and other weapons is commonplace in these television shows, legitimizing law enforcement’s use
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of force to the general public as a necessary part of their job. Even British law enforcement shows that
are popular in the United States105 like Luther and River, feature a disproportionate amount of guns and
violence for British law enforcement, who rarely carry guns except in special situations.
Thus, Black activists have to struggle for every ounce of legitimacy, a right that is given to law
enforcement officers in America by the state sanctioning their activities. The state’s protection of law
enforcement officers in all but the most damning of cases only serves to further that legitimacy by
finding them not guilty in a court of law that is often biased in a number of ways to support a not guilty
verdict, whereas the state’s constant efforts to delegitimize Black activists by calling them terrorists or
criminals incessantly challenge the Black citizen’s right to protest and redress their grievances against a
racist state.
Another way that the Black liberation movement has evolved is in its use of media to draw
attention and present a narrative of Black life that White people so often don’t have access to. Dr. King
relied on the news media and the real drama of peaceful Black protestors being attacked by law
enforcement to demonstrate to White viewers just how Black humanity was being undermined. Several
sources attest to the media’s role in evening the power disparity between the oppressed and the
oppressor.106 Black liberation movements today use social media to present an inside look at Black lives
to the world by documenting any instance of possible police misconduct, including simple traffic stops.
That is why so many videos have begun emerging of Black people, men in particular, being killed by the
police during a routine procedure like a traffic stop, such as in the case of Philando Castile.
While so many videos on social media by nature only provide one perspective on what is
happening, the fact that there are so many first-hand accounts of police brutality against Black lives in
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the United States is troubling in itself. It’s also worth noting the double consciousness that ordinary
Black people have had to develop when dealing with the police. They have to assume a specific identity
when interacting with law enforcement for their own safety, one of excessive submission and
obedience. For example, in the Philando Castile video, Mr. Castile’s girlfriend Diamond Reynolds begins
recording after he is shot. She begins recounting her perspective on what happened leading up to the
police officer shooting her boyfriend as he is bleeding out on the seat next to her, and in the face of this
horrifying episode, she is still responding calmly to the police officer’s instructions. Viewers can see how
conditioned she is to speak calmly to the police for her own safety. The police officer screams most of
his instructions, including repeatedly yelling expletives when he realizes the reality of what just
happened.
Another way that Black liberation movements have used media to provide a window into Black
lives is through music. In The Making of BLM, Christopher Lebron cites famous musician Kendrick
Lamar107 as someone who uses radical politics, which he again defines as “unsanctioned means to effect
change to disrupt the status quo,”108. He writes about Lamar’s 2015 BET performance, where he
reappropriates a symbol of state oppression, the cop car, as a symbol of rebellion and resistance. Lebron
captures the powerful nature of Lamar’s performance, where he stands on top of a burnt out cop car in
front of an American flag, chanting the lyrics to “Alright”, a song where he insists that even in the face of
oppression, Black Americans will survive and be alright. Weeks later, Black Lives Matter protestors in
Cleveland would chant the lyrics to that song to indicate that no matter how forcefully the police
responded to their protest, they would survive109.
The entirety of Lamar’s album, To Pimp a Butterfly, provides insight into Black lives and the
reality of police brutality. The album resonates with many African Americans because in it, they see an
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artistic rendition and a conceptually rich portrayal of their own lives, connecting their lived reality to the
larger struggle for Black liberation. For White listeners, it provides a narrative that helps them
understand a reality that they’ve never lived and will never be able to live. Other albums like 4 Your Eyez
Only by J. Cole, and Common’s Black America Again, also present narratives of Black lives and the
oppression that plagues their communities. Cole’s album tells the story of a Black man who turns to
violence and drug dealing to survive, and explores many of the facets of his life, all the while affirming
his humanity through the central theme that, in the event that his lifestyle led to his premature death,
he wanted to leave something so that his daughter might understand the choices that he made. Cole’s
album was released with a documentary by the same name, where Cole visited many of the sites of
instances of police brutality, including Ferguson, and listened to some of the residents that he met along
the way. The image of a multi-millionaire, hugely popular musician listening to ordinary Black citizens is
incredibly powerful and centers the voice of the regular citizens, letting them speak for themselves
rather than allowing J. Cole to speak for them. This lends more legitimacy to Cole’s work, reassuring the
viewer that he has done his due diligence in understanding the lives of the people he’s portraying, and
he’s doing it as a way of drawing attention to their struggles.
In 4 Your Eyez Only, a recurring theme is the fragility of Black life in America. From the opening
track For Whom the Bell Tolls, the listener hears the hopelessness that pervades the narrator’s mindset.
Cole even has his character contemplate suicide on the opening track, emphasizing the internalized
oppression that manifests itself when so much of the country seems to discount Black life. Throughout
the album, Cole switches between his own perspective as a Black man in America and how even his
privilege as a wealthy celebrity can’t protect him, underlining that point with his track Neighbors, which
was inspired by a SWAT raid on a house that Cole was renting to use as a studio in North Carolina. The
SWAT raid occurred because his neighbors, having seen a lot of African American men come and go
from the house, reported that it might have been used as a place to produce and sell drugs. Predictably,
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no drugs were found and Cole was not charged, but in that track he captures the prejudice that White
people carry against even successful Black citizens who disprove the stereotype of the poor as lazy and
incompetent, as suggested by the personality responsibility narrative.
Black America Again was an album released on November 4, 2016, a few days before election
day, when Donald Trump was first elected to the presidency. In it, Common and other Black artists
articulate the struggle for Black liberation, the underlying hopes of the movement, and the many
significant obstacles that it must resist. The closing track of the album, Letter to the Free, was written for
Ava Duvernay’s documentary 13, discussing the 13th amendment and its implications for Black
oppression. Common speaks about mass incarceration and other systematic ways that Black oppression
persists in the United States.
I cite these examples of prominent Black hip-hop artists and the way that they focus in on the
struggle for Black liberation and try to capture it in their music to demonstrate how the struggle for
Black liberation is relevant for every Black person in America, not just those who live in poverty. America
is still very much a racist country, as we can see in the way people today act when empowered by the
president to express their resentments. We see this in the way White people speak about instances of
police brutality. We see this in the way people at Donald Trump’s political rallies reacted to peaceful
Black Lives Matter protestors with anger and violence, which was endorsed by Donald Trump himself110.
We see this in the way that a man who endorses violence against peaceful protestors can get elected to
the highest office in the country, regardless of the alleged interference in the election. The fact that
Donald Trump even had a chance to win the presidency says a lot about the legacy of racism in the
United States.
The call for Black liberation is so powerful that it can take people like J. Cole—who was a
prominent, mainstream hip hop artist—and encourage them to shift to a more niche focus on Black
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liberation and the issues that Black communities suffer from. J. Cole’s album that followed 4 Your Eyez
Only was KOD, which focused on the issue of addiction, particularly in Black communities but to a wider
degree in the United States itself. It focused mainly on drug addiction, but also had tracks like Kevin’s
Heart and ATM, which focused on the addiction to fame and the power that came with it, and the
addiction to money in a capitalist society. Cole took a step back from mainstream hip hop and
reassessed the issues that were important to him, and then shifted his focus to address things that
legitimately affected him and the people around him. There are many other artists of note who rap
about issues of Black liberation, including Cardi B, Logic, and Russ.
Understanding how artists like J. Cole and Kendrick Lamar who have a massive following around
the world play into Black liberation movements is imperative for understanding the role that narrative
and rap music have taken on in modern movements like Black Lives Matter. For example, Tef Poe, a still
relatively little-known rap artist, utilized his social media following and network to organize activists in
the immediate aftermath of the Michael Brown shooting in Ferguson, taking on a role as a leader of the
movement111. In an age where social media enables even small-time musicians to gain a following and
an audience in their area, rappers like Tef Poe, who translate the concerns of the Black community into
music in much the same way that writers and poets did in the 1960s, are well positioned to take on
leadership roles in Black activism. This evolution of rap music as a way to offer counternarratives to the
ones that the media and government are offering can be seen as an echo of Dr. King’s use of drama and
media to raise awareness and garner support for his movements.

10. Conclusion
The Black liberation movements of the 21st century, Black Lives Matter, Million Hoodies, Black
Youth Project, and many more, are beginning to emerge and have to adapt to the new landscape that
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they’re operating in. White people of the 1960s were appalled by the police using firehoses and dogs to
crush a peaceful protest. Since the 1960s, however, law enforcement has expanded so much, and the
Black criminality narrative has become so powerful, that many White people in the U.S. are quick to
justify Black deaths at the hands of law enforcement. Policing has become more consistent and
professionalized, and the media, through news coverage, films, and television shows, have helped shape
the public perception that police are “the good guys.” If one’s lived experience reflects that, as many
White Americans’ experience do, then it’s understandable that many White Americans are quick to
believe that the police are, in fact, often the good guys.
The issue is that in many Black communities, one learns from a young age that the police are an
agent of government control and oppression. As Patrisse Khan-Cullors writes in her memoir about her
life growing up in a poor Black community, “For us, law enforcement had nothing to do with protecting
and serving, but controlling and containing,”112. Ms. Khan-Cullors captures the difference between the
typical White experience of police as benevolent protectors of the community, and the typical Black
experience of the police as an oppressive tool of social control. African-Americans’ lived experience
contradicts anything that the media tells them about the police being the good guys. They don’t have to
be told that the dramatized Hollywood version of law enforcement is unrealistic—they know from a
young age that the police are omnipresent and omnipowerful in Black communities, able to harass and
operate almost with complete impunity if it serves the purpose of controlling the Black population.
Examining how the different lived experiences of White and Black communities can influence
one’s perception of the police may be helpful in understanding why the reactions to police brutality are
often so different between White Americans and Black Americans. Where White Americans often see a
just kill, informed by their amiable interactions with their neighborhood police officer and the media
portrayals of police as the good guys fighting off criminals, Black Americans often see another police
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officer killing a Black individual under questionable circumstances, informed by their experience of
constant harassment and abuse at the hands of the police. So much angry backlash often results from
instances of alleged police brutality because Black Americans demand evidence to support or refute the
argument that a police killing was justified, and they’re often either stonewalled or given only part of
the story.
The politicians that can be so counterproductive to the cause of Black liberation can also be an
enormously valuable asset to Black liberation movements. The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s faced
not only the obstacle of raising the consciousness of White America to the reality of the Black
experience in the United States, but also faced the additional obstacle of finding a White politician that
could be persuaded to introduce a bill addressing their concerns and to build support around that bill.
Fortunately, the Civil Rights Movement found an ally in President Lyndon B. Johnson, who as the
President of the United States was one of the most influential politicians in the country. Now, African
Americans have a whole host of Black politicians, as well as a number of politicians from other races,
including White politicians, that are receptive to Black legislative priorities. A new issue that has arisen is
Black politicians’ reluctance to prioritize Black priorities, but if Black liberation movements can raise the
consciousness of White America to the struggles of being a Black person in the United States, then they
can certainly get their own politicians to recognize the legitimacy of their concerns.
In summary, Black liberation movements have made substantial progress in the past six
decades, and now that they are again beginning to gain momentum again, they are operating in a new
political environment. My analysis of the new obstacles that they are facing may offer some insights into
how these obstacles have evolved since the Civil Rights Movement, and my anecdote about the state’s
attempts to undermine and neutralize Black activists in the late 1960s serve as a cautionary tale to those
interested in Black liberation. White Americans reading this paper have hopefully developed a more
nuanced understanding of Black liberation and the ways it has been undermined by the state in the U.S.,
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and Black Americans reading this paper have ideally developed a deeper understanding of the issues
that White Americans face in understanding their struggle. One of the goals of this paper was to unpack
the way White Americans participate in the suppression of Black liberation, and I think a big part of that
is in simply being aware of the opposition that Black liberation faces. In writing this paper, I aimed to
raise the consciousness of my readers who didn’t yet understand the cause of Black liberation. I hope to
have persuaded my reader that this is both a pressing and a worthy cause. Black liberation is intertwined
with liberation for all Americans. To revisit Paulo Freire’s idea that, in resisting their own oppression, an
oppressor can regain some of their humanity that they have lost as a result, I hope that my readers will
take this idea out into the world with them and be conscious of it in everything they do. I feel as though
my analysis of change in America’s relationship with race, though a bleak one, does offer some hope
that America is able and willing to change with enough prompting. I want to be a part of the movements
that provide that prompting.
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